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A MIGRANT-DOCTOR-STORYTELLER FINDS HIS AFRICA IN ST KILDA
An address delivered to U3A, Port Philip; Thursday 18th February 2010









Serge Liberman

Ladies and gentlemen,

The first thing that I must do is to clarify the title of this talk, lest anyone here should have been misled by it.

What is true in the title is that I am a migrant, and a doctor and a writer, and, what’s more, lived in St Kilda in what I still view as my most formative late childhood, adolescent and early adult years between 1953 and 1969. However, do forgive me if the title has created certain misapprehensions, for, although I have travelled now and again, I must confess that Africa is one continent which I have never set foot upon.


Hence, how does this reference to Africa come about?


In my fifth-year as a medical student, I spent an inspirational fortnight attached to an exemplary general practitioner in Horsham, exemplary both as a doctor and as a human being. I had also, not long before, read Albert Schweitzer’s From the Primeval Forest and had hung up a framed photograph of the man in my study as a kind of mentor. These two things came together as I was returning by train to Melbourne when a sudden impulse came to me, which finds its way into the very opening paragraph of the story titled “Africa” included in my latest collection of stories, Where I Stand:

Africa had appealed to him most, Central Africa what’s more, where, as soon as his internship was over, and in emulation of his mentor in spirit Albert Schweitzer, he would work in a primeval forest of his own, and treat malaria and schistosomiasis there, and yellow fever and dengue fever, and tropical ulcers, dysentery, infestations and meningitis, and immunise the natives against epidemics that had for decades-long decimated them by the multi-thousands.

As events later turned out, I never did get to Africa, that so-called dark continent, or, as Joseph Conrad called it, that Heart of Darkness, both as reality and as metaphor. After six years of post-graduate work in hospitals, I entered general practice, where I have remained ever since. But, as I write further in the same story:

And if he did not get to Africa, he had no need to do so. Africa was itself all around him, profound, dense and dark, dwelling in some form or guise in nearly every patient who passed through his door.
Africa represented then the darknesses – the forests, the jungles and massed undergrowths - of body, mind, emotion and spirit that have now for over forty years brought patients to me for alleviation of their ailments, palliation and healing - healing of conditions which have been of a physical nature with heart disease, diabetes, cancers, infections and degenerative diseases at the fore; also of emotional ones such as depressions, anxieties, panic disorders and alienation from family and the world around them; then of mental crises, psychoses and maniacal states; and the existential ones, the ones that the Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard wrote of as “fear and trembling”, the inner dreads that people live with, their disillusionments, their dislocations and aloneness in the world, and their searching for faith, for personal purpose, for higher meaning and other testings of the spirit that, I would venture to suggest, are at the core, each in his or her own way, of everyone sitting here and everyone out there, outside these walls.


I recognise full well that, to this point, I have been talking very much in the abstract. Being a writer who prefers the story than tracts of abstract talk, I should like here to flesh out some of what I have said with narrative to illustrate these points. And because much of my writing, even where it is not directly or factually autobiographical, stems from the experiences of post-war migrants to Australia, permit me, in summary form, to tell first my own and my parents’ story, at least until - and why - we came to St Kilda, after which story-time will continue in other ways to illustrate the St Kilda beneath my feet, the St Kilda as seen by my eyes, the St Kilda of my mind.

My mother was one of seven children and my father one of six, both born into religious Jewish families in Warsaw. They married in June 1939, and shortly after Germany’s invasion of Poland on the first of September of that year, went to stay with friends in a town towards the east. This meant that, when the Ribbentrop-Molotov agreement came into effect and Poland was divided and respectively annexed by Germany to the west and Russia to the east, my parents found themselves in the Russian zone; and because – so I’ve always been led to understand – Polish citizens came to be seen as enemy aliens and, therefore, as a potential fifth column in Soviet Russia, they were not repatriated back to their original homes in Poland, but deported, my parents among them, far into Soviet Siberia where they could do no harm. Then, when Germany declared war upon Russia in June 1941, they were deported yet again, southward, this time to Uzbekistan in Central Asia, where I was born in 1942 in a town called Fergana outside Tashkent.

Upon the end of the war, as part of a wider amnesty, my parents were permitted to return to Poland, where they set about seeking family; but could not find one parent, nor one brother or sister who had remained alive. Alone then, except for myself in tow, they became part of a homeless, stateless stream which headed west, spent several months in a displaced persons’ camp in Germany, moved on to Paris where they lived for some three years or so, before embarking for far-off Australia which we reached in 1951. On arrival, we boarded for several months with friends in Coburg who had sponsored our coming here, and moved then to a house in Northcote for two years – which I describe in a story “Two Years in Exile”.

Of all misfortunes available to the children of this earth, she bemoans, Melbourne was the one she had to choose. Melbourne, a tail torn from the rump of the world, where she is lost amongst neighbours generations, continents, galaxies apart from herself, a foreigner Jew in an Australian marsh. Like satin in tweed, perfume in tar, crystal in clay. And she cannot forgive Melbourne, upon which, she  says, she has merely stumbled. Nor Europe, now left behind. And yet even while her feet tread the dry dusty earth of this firmer quieter shore, the ship of her existence floats, homelessly, on an ocean of regret and dejection, of reproach and tears.

So much for Melbourne at large. What about Northcote itself, where, beyond the next cross-street, the road is still unmade, the ground is full of rocks, the expanse that stretches beyond is barren and full of vacant lots, a quarry, mounds of loam, ring-wormed patches with rain puddles, stunted growths and emptiness – through that very barrenness, for her, almost the most extreme perimeter of the city into which she has stumbled?

“A wilderness we have come to. What a wilderness this is.”

Five miles from the city’s heart, Mother feels as if she were in a country town, a Siberian sovchoz, or a displaced persons’ camp again. Far away is High Street with its sprawl of shops , offices, arcades and picture theatres. Further still, a light year away, there is – she knows – a Jewish face, a Jewish word, a Jewish melody. But at our end, her very existence is enshrouded in a pall of silence and of loneliness, while beyond, past the next crossing, along the dry, cracked and dusty unmade road stretches  an empty nakedness that, for Mother, is worse even than the silence and the loneliness. And more threatening. 

In this Northcote, I am one of two Jewish boys, one Jewish girl and one Czech boy, as the only New Australians in a stolidly grounded Australian school. Our neighbours are kindly people who are regular church-goers and attend the local communal singing of midnight carols to which their son, Colin, good lad that he is at home, urges me, too, to go. But when I miss the singing because Mother “betrays” her promise to wake me in time to join Colin’s family, Colin gets a little bit shirty the next day and,  “sensing blood, or amusement, creeps up from behind and seizes me with devils’ claws.”



“Don’t ya’ like our Christmas songs, mate?”


He is over me. As always. I lie spread-eagled on my back, the grass beneath cold and moist and unyielding, his knees pressing down, a vice on my outstretched arms, my own legs achieving nothing towards liberation. His face, freckles and all, scowls. His nostrils, black pits, flare. His mouth is a menacing crypt of fillings and carious teeth.


“We kill Jews, do ya’ know?”


Words are his sole weapon, but the roots of my hair burn, as though he has set me on fire. The throb in my arms is as nothing against this fire.”


“I am not a Jew.”


This, I thrust into every cavity of his teeth And into the hollow of his throat.


Which makes him laugh.


I hate his laughter. If I could, I would seize it, throttle it, encase it, bind it to anchors of lead. If I could. But free, as malice is free, his laughter reaches all horizons.


I tell Mother everything. A weak shallow vessel, I cannot contain it all.


Father, too, has heard, but it is Mother who speaks.


“Did you hear your son?... Your son is no longer a Jew.”


Ancestry and progeny have parted. The son has abandoned his past.


“What a country this is. There is no God here. See, now, what a shegetz is growing under our roof!”


My arms ache. My ears throb. With Colin’s cavernous laughter. And Mother’s submission, and Father’s cowed silence.


“Just one word against that devil! Mother! Father! Don’t beat him, don’t even tell his father. But lay blame where blame is due, and curse him, him, and not me. Mother! Father!”


Mother empties out the cup of her existence.


“We must move from here. See what this wilderness, this wasteland is doing to your son. Little brothers, blessed sisters. How have we sinned? Who is right in this world? And who is wise? And who is safe? Chaim to Siberia, Reuven to the gas-chambers, Sonia to America, Shimon to Israel. Leaves, feathers, scattered and dispersed, while we, silly, blind, pitiful yiddelech sink to the bottom of a barren trough, in exile, without a Yiddish book, a Yiddish word, a Yiddish geist.”


And I discover a remarkable thing then. I discover that parents, too, can feel. Mother is weeping. A wind has blown against the rock that she can so often be. And it has crumbled. And disintegrated. With rivulets winding down the crevices and wrinkles of her nose.


“My lost child, my precious one,” she says, burying my head in her breast, as if under a new tallith, a prayer shawl, a tallith woven of love and belonging, which I sense, or know, that I shall wear forever.


Soon after, we move.


Goodbye, I shout to the neighbours. Goodbye Colin. And to you, Mrs Walters. Sprinkle your gardenias with your devotion and shower your good lad with your love. And thrive on the dust of your wilderness.


So, we move; come out from exile. Into a fruit-shop set in the hub of chaos, in the greyer, rowdier, cruder centre of St Kilda where Father rises early and Mother breaks her nails over potato and swede and succours the needs of her thirsty soul as she picks out from their boxes the mouldy lemon, the bruised apple, the withered grape.


Mother complains still, but her cup is drained of its former bitterness. Three doors away is Glicksman’s kosher butchery, opposite is Krampel’s winestore, and within walking distance stand Rothberg’s bakery, Kantor’s bookstore and Glazer’s delicatessen. Mrs Tuchinski, fat and breathless, wails about her rheumatism, but recited in Yiddish, which is Mother’s bread, the plaint is a melody plate with gold.

Here, in a much abridged version of my story “Two Years in Exile”, is a quasi-autobiographical rendering with some interspersed invention, of our coming to live in St Kilda around 1953. In all this were not a few of the experiences that I have come to call the Africas that people – in this case, my parents and, to a lesser extent, myself (lesser, because children still possess a pleomorphism to evolve in diverse ways) – have had to live through: my parents’ sudden orphanhood through wholesale loss of family in the war, deportation, uprootedness, statelessness, migration with few material means and less of language, attempts to adjust while still maintaining their identity and tradition and to pass it on, while, all the time, working, working, working to remake something of their lives, so much of which had been taken from them; these being themes which, every so often, recur in other stories strewn through my collections.

Meanwhile, back to St Kilda: as I grew up and went through all my subsequent schooling from there – Brighton Road State, Elwood Central, Elwood High, Melbourne High and Melbourne University – I fell in love with a number of familiar places there. The Village Belle, Peanut Farm, Luna Park, St Kilda Beach, Fitzroy Street, the Palais Theatre and the Victory Theatre, and as I came to an age where I was free to wander its streets fully and safely alone, I developed still more specific affections along those stretches: the Cosmos bookshop owned by a Hungarian and Balberyszki’s Jewish bookshop both in Acland Street, Kantor’s Jewish bookshop in High Street – all of whose owners I must have helped to retire early through my frequent and ever-increasing purchases from them) – the Scheherazade Restaurant whose original owner, Avram Zeleznikow, a one-time resistance fighter in the Vilna Ghetto was also my Sunday school Yiddish teacher; the acrobat-clown in the show-case at the foot of Luna Park’s Giggle Palace, who, I learned was one of my parents’ customers when they later worked in a lock-up delicatessen in Gardenvale and a part-time amateur artist to boot; and, for me, that strip of lawn between the two kiosks on the lower esplanade, a short distance south of the South Pacific, which our group of Jewish youngsters which regularly met there called Little Jerusalem, that strip separated from the sand below by my true piece de resistance, that grey-stone wall or parapet, on which, on weekends and through many late evenings as a relief from study, I would sit and look into the distance across Port Philip Bay, hankering both for the places, sights and peoples that lay far beyond and, from sixteen on, when the bug hit me full-force eventually to become a writer, whatever else I may do, dreaming up all manner of stories, settings, characters, fables and other writings that, one day, some day, I would put to paper. And, of course, I shouldn’t leave out Leo’s Gelati Bar, not only because its gelatis were so good, but because they drew me so often to Fitzroy Street and its wider surrounds which, in time, came to represent an underbelly less genteel and appealing than St Kilda may have appeared to a casual visitor to the region, and which, as I recall from those times, featured as such not infrequently in the local Southern Cross weekly newspaper. [On this point, correct me please if the source is wrong].


Two personal events recur to me here. The first: myself standing at the rear of a crowd gathered precisely outside my Luna Park show-case acrobat/clown/amateur artist going through his paces and becoming aware of some pederast’s hand circuiting my lower posterior parts – an experience that was not one to be in the least bit relished; and the second: walking along Fitzroy Street when a sleek purposeful young woman dressed in black leather detached herself briskly from a pair of over-rouged, over-weight, over-gaudy companions  behind her and, with no ado, came forward with, “Say, you want a girl?” I guessed that business was business and preliminaries could be done away with. What prompts me to tell this miniature, almost insignificant vignette, is less to point up my point up my seeming innocence at the time in the ways of the world, but to juxtapose it against an episode that took place when, on walking ahead of my wife and her cousin along Seventh Avenue near Times Square, I was again approached by a woman representing a handful of others, she too saying – can you guess? – “Say, you want a girl?”

If I had harboured any earlier doubts about representing St Kilda as my fictional embodiment of the seamier side of Melbourne’s life, I felt vindicated. But not only seamier. As a hospital registrar at Prince Henry’s Hospital, I would at times take on weekend locum work for a group of St Kilda doctors. And as a locum, I would be called to sick solitary men and women in primitively furnished rooms in ramshackle boarding houses, others who seemed not to have eaten for days, even when their ash-trays bulged with the stubs of nicotined substitutes or empty beer-bottles lay higgledy-piggledy about them, and, in other places, hidden from the world, other folk, often younger ones, in their twenties and thirties, lying on flimsy mattresses on otherwise bare dirty, dusty floors, either wanting drugs or withdrawing from them, or resentful, suspicious, delusional or frankly paranoid isolates at a time when provenly effective treatment was still its early stages, when local communal support teams were virtually non-existent and psychiatric hospital admissions were still so difficult to secure.


It is into the street level of this milieu that, in one of my fictional stories – one that I titled “Survivors” – that its narrator throws himself into a hot Saturday afternoon to escape a rancorous domestic row between his parents over the issue of buying new carpets as the latest in a succession of purchases of household chattels that his mother wants and his father keeps resisting in order to contain costs. And as the narrator, in his own private rage, does his common St Kilda circuit, he comes upon teenage Lolitas, tattooed, smoking, tittering and manipulatively provocative; and also gutter-crawlers; a crowd of rowdy, uncouth, beer-gutted, swearing drinkers outside the Prince of Wales; down-at-heel loners approaching passers-by for a shilling, a penny or a zac; older men sidling up alongside boys with none-too-hidden underlying purpose, and would be Humbert Humberts  too, and others still selecting would-be quarry for undercover sleight-of-hand trading of their  own. I won’t elaborate. I trust that even these few examples illustrate what I’m portraying. What issues from all this, however, is this. As my narrator walks along these streets, mainly Fitzroy Street in this story, he is led not only to examine his surrounds but also to replay his own family’s past. And the more he juxtaposes the two, the more he comes to value the life that his parents have made as migrants – a modest life, at the very least a basically comfortable life, through dogged and committed hard work, self-discipline, frugality which, at last, his mother feels they can ease up on a bit – considering that they arrived to the new country with few means, all their earthly basic possessions in a single trunk, and scarcely a word of the Australian language, when so many of the locals, born as it were with the proverbial silver spoons and so much available to them, live lives of decadence, hollowness and ruin.


And the story ends:

If, in this, there was a tale, it was a tale, however low-key, of the humanly heroic.

And, where, before, I had smashed my fist and cursed and fumed and given rein to fantasy of my eventual escape, if, as on the last leg home, I turned into Barkly Street, where a freshly-lifting breeze signaled the coming of a change, anyone asked what it was that at that moment quickened my step, I should have taken him in tow, given still further impetus to my haste, and said, “I am heading home! I am heading home! I am heading home!”, and “I forgive! I forgive! I forgive!”

Even as its author, I do perceive in the story a clear risk in a reader’s interpretation of it – a reading into it of hubris, of the migrant’s greater virtues, qualities, values and clean-living above the local, who may appear her to be demeaned. I do hasten here, therefore, to say that this is not the case. My St Kilda/ Fitzroy Street here is purely a metaphor for a particular stratum in society, and not intended as representative of the nation’s people more widely. What, to me, stands out as far more potent – I would even say, tragic - even if the point may not be  overly clear in this story, is another theme of mine; and that is the waste that those surrounds represent to me: the fact that all around are people, born with a clean slate with so much potential in them at the outset for good, for creativity, contribution, achievement, generosity, self-realisation and so much more, and yet who, for whatever reasons or circumstances, some within control, others less so, lose it all and self-destruct, or are destroyed, or go to waste, or disappear without as much as a remembered name.


Which brings me to another story: “The Redeemer of Little Jerusalem” – Little Jerusalem, that strip of green between the one-time kiosks along the along St Kilda Beach.


Here I tell of a generation of Jewish youngsters at one end and an older generation, many of them war survivors, at the other, each engaged in their own pleasure-giving activities: the younger one clowning about, flirting, wrestling, playing their ball games, pouring sand into each other’s ears; the older one playing cards, fanning themselves idly over cream-puffs, cakes and coffee, gossiping, joking, talking about their muscular pains and stiffness, and doing whatever else older folk do when they get together.


Upon the scene comes a man…



 “a lean spare haunted haunting trespasser, with no hint of sun having ever touched his face. Of flesh, only the hard curved buttress of his nose, the milk-white brow, and his waxen spindle-fingered hands ventured to meet the light. For the rest, he wore, pulled down firm, a porter’s cap, wore too a black roll-neck sweater and, over this, the heat notwithstanding, a tatty black suit, too tight, too short, on which blobs of grease had melted darkly into confluent lagoons. And as for his face – yes, I must return to his face – his lips, his cheeks, his chin, even his ears, all so shrivelled and so sere, were lost in a straggly black beard that might have been a hand-me-down from some ancient pious ancestor laid to rest in the distant Carpathians, while, as for his eyes… one could well wonder whether they were truly his own, so stark, so black and so dartingly avian were they in their cavernous sockets.



By the time I saw him, he stood perched just midway along the parapet that separated sand behind from plantation in front. From there, raising a finger that was spare and scrawny as though he were setting to cleave the air, he cried out in a voice that was at once shrill and riveting and intense: “Who among you shall listen to what I have to say? Who will listen to what I have to say?!”



How could we not listen? Or, if not consciously listen, then not hear that wizened graceless scarecrow so suddenly landed in our midst?”

And what does he have to say? After he gains the people’s grudging or bemused or curious attention, he goes on:



I am, I am a poet and a watchmaker come to speak to you, my brothers, to you, my sisters, to you, God’s Almighty holy chosen people.”



“Vot is?” said Mrs Lilienblum, “No business in poetry? Or in fixing vatches? A missionary you become?”



“A missionary, no. But a mission I have, yes,” he said, prodding at air. “It is not a sent message that I come to deliver. I haven’t the tongue, nor the eminence of Moses or of Isaiah or Jeremiah. I am but lowly even among the low. But one question, my people, one question do I wish to ask. But of whom… of whom here… of whom shall I ask it?”



He scoured the faces of those gathered there… It was upon Jacob Gurewicz on whose back one could fry an egg that his gaze came to rest.



“You,” he said then, pointing at his quarry. “Friend! Hold out your arm! Your left one!”



Jacob Gurewicz, scarcely impressed, merely shrugged a shoulder.



“Ach! A crazy,” he said, looking at his playing hand and throwing down a card.



“This is my question!” the man in black burst forth raspily. “This! That number on your arm, mister. You, mister, who shrugged your shoulder. What does it mean to you? What does it mean to any of you here?”



Bella Gurewicz rose to her knees. She looked as if she had swallowed a can of nails.



“Anti-Semit!” she yelped. “Vot do vant from mine husband? He’s had enough trouble from vun life. Vy do you persecute him again?”



“Persecute? Me?” cried out the grim-visaged emissary poised above us. “I have no wish to persecute. You have suffered enough. That I know. As God is my witness, that I know. But you survived. Survived! While many there were who didn’t, who didn’t, who died!”



“Now vot is he saying?” asked Mina Shuster, laying a hand on Bella Gurewicz’s arm.



Our unheralded guest again leaned forward. A squawking sea-gull winged low, just over his head.



“Watch the bird shit on him,” Maxie Greenberg said. I couldn’t help but smile.



“But why?! Why/” he called out more forcefully still, pounding a fist into the opposite palm. “Why did you survive when others died? Why?”



“Nu?” cried out Abe Belfer, hands on hips. “Why? Tell us! Why?” He winked at me, at Maxie, at Sharon, at Sarah.



“Was it that you may spend the rest of your lives playing cards? Or that you may bow to idolatry in worshipping the sun? Or that you may stuff yourselves with cream puffs, eclairs and chocolate cake, ha? Was that what for?”



Jacob Gurewicz narrowed his eyes, their whites disappearing in the dusky periorbital folds around them.



“Vot do you know about vy?” he said, his tone soft but resolute. “You can crow, mister, sure. But vere you there? In Auschwitz? In Treblinka? In hell?”



“My parents were, may their memories be blessed,” the man on the parapet said. “And my grandparents, who became soap, smoke and ashes.”



“And dat makes you an expert, ha?... Leave us, mister. Ve are tired. After vot has happened, after vot we have been t’rough, ve have earned some peace. Ve don’t need to keep living and re-living our pain.”



But the man from his parapet-pulpit-dais-soapbox did not let up.



“Not for us the luxury of being tired,” he continued with heightened fervour, “or of peace, of this kind of peace as you call it. If we do not take the challenge of creativity upon our own shoulders and through such creativity the highest worship, of what value then the struggles, the heartaches and the sufferings of all our prophets and of all our heroes, zealots, martyrs, saints? Are we by retreat into the frivolous to give victory to our oppressors and offer satisfaction to every two-cent madman who would revel in our defeat? For is not such retreat, such inertia, and such emptiness, this preoccupation with things of no significance – cards, sunshine, rich food, idleness, vanity over bodies, suntans, muscle, physical strength – are not all these, in fact, the very substance of defeat?...”

And so he goes on a while more, until there comes the final scene which sees him saying:



“If one thing there is that I can impart to you, it is this. To avoid frivolity, to shun stagnation, and not to succumb to the easy, the empty, the wasted life. And if today a single soul have I redeemed, a single soul by what I have said. Then… then, as it is written in the Talmud, the very world shall I have redeemed.”



He was not permitted more. To the animated ecstatic whoops of those about me, Maxie, shouting “I got him! I got him!, grasped his ankles, held them firm, and tugged; he must have tugged, for, with the flaps of his black coat flying, his cap sent gliding, his spindly arms flailing, the poet teetered above us, he rocked upon the stone and tottered there and swayed, and tumbled then heavily in a graceless ungainly curled-up heap upon the sand. Leaning over the parapet, and straggling it, we took to chanting, “Who will listen to what I have to say? Is there anyone who hears what I say?” when Abe Belfer, flushed and chortling, darted to a side, bent towards the pavement, and picked up a solid flint-white jagged stone.


Moving in, it was I who threw the second. 

With variations on some of the themes that arise from these stories, there are at least five or six others set in St Kilda that I should have liked to speak about. But I will close with just one of them, a story which, in almost diametric contrast to my more Jewish and general St Kilda stories, has a Christological theme – a story titled “St Kilda Madonna” – for which I have a very personal fondness.


In this story, an artist whose studio on the Upper Esplanade overlooks Port Phillip Bay is waiting for his model, Marita, and her child, Joshua, to come for another sitting for a painting he wishes to enter into a competition based on the theme of motherhood. Marita, when she first presents with her child in response to a advertisement he has lodged in the local rag, is scarcely the ideal image for a Madonna. She is skinny, unprepossessing, timid, pale and undernourished, while the child is knock-kneed and clinging. Even though he knows virtually from first glance that she doesn’t fit the bill, he does allow for a decent amount of time to pass before he readies himself to tell her.


But, as he, as first-person narrator writes:



Before I could let the gavel fall, Marita, steeling herself and gaining in resolve, fixed her own gaze upon me – a plaintive gaze that emanated from distant deeply-shadowed depths – and said, “Please, Mr Farber, please… I… I need the work. I need the money. I… I want another life. For myself and for my child.”



“Oh?”



Money was motive behind work of most sorts. But the wanting of another life? That intrigued; that whetted the curiosity.



“I mean,” she went on, “I… I just want a better life, a cleaner life, a better, kinder life, a … I don’t know how else to put it.”



And as I watched her – indeed, as I studied her – the successive knitting of her brow, flitting of eyes, quivering of her lips and scratching at her fingernails told of deep-rending hurts, entrapment, arrested possibilities and a reaching for whatever straw might secure escape.



In the end, having wrestled for some ordering of words that might best have summed up her inner troubledness, she said softly, ”I suppose I want to know that… that I can still be more than I am.”



The long and short of what followed – and wholly paradoxical for one so given to a more clear-headed and practical bent – is that I hired her.


After all, the artist comes to reason, where is there any edict carved in marble that dictates that any models for a Holy Mother and Child had to be a well-nourished, rounded-out, flaxen-haired cherub in ripe and rosy bloom? And what if she has been a child of a jungle home and jungle streets, palmed off by her father to an aunt who made a habit of having different fathers to her children, among them work-shy former Pentridge inmates and passers-through, who, for their pleasure, would paw Marita with their big hands and worse, in a virtually inescapable  ambience of prostitution, abortions and illegitimacy, and drugs and big money, and standovers, assaults, shootings, stabbings and how much more? And as the work progressed, the artist had no cause to regret his decision. She had been unimpeachably serious about her wish for another life and proved a good sitter, totally reliable, responsive to his every directive, while Joshua, too, initially wary, was all along been malleable and compliant.


But now, with the deadline closing in, they haven’t come; and without them, he feels that he can’t proceed. He needs their physical presence. So he telephones them, scans the length and breadth of the Esplanade from his window, periodically goes into the street to wait awhile at the Robe Street corner in the event that she might be on the way; until, finally, driven to take action of his own, he resolves to seek her out, reaching her street, at the end of which, 

from where a car was just then backing out and straightening before passing me as it rode away, was Marita's home, a broad-fronted house which, with its high arched windows, stained glass, fluted columns and long balcony may well have been a one-time eating-and-accommodation house. But whatever its past, it was now a grimy ramshackle slum fronted by a leached threadbare garden in which the only visible green was offered by grass tufts growing through the cracks in the path, and which was willy-nilly strewn with dried-out fruit peel, drink cans and greasy potato chips paper, and an overturned tricycle, a worn-through mattress, a football and a discarded lounge chair. Only the pellucid balmy brightness of sunlight in its last hour before abandoning the day leavened the dreary impact of what an intemperate day might have made.


I walked through the gateway, along the path and across the balcony, and came to the door. I paused there, took deep breath, placed my thumb upon the bell. If seeking out Marita was madness, so let it be. My reasons for doing so, these were simple, they were natural, they were ordinary enough. Whatever the order of priority, the competition was fast approaching; I needed her and the child for another sitting; I was also concerned that all was well.



A faint sound, a peculiar sound, something of a whine coming from within urged my hand.


I pressed the bell.



I pressed it again, and a third time, then rapped at the dark crimson glass panelling on the side of the door.



None of these met response. But when I heard that sound again - twice in short succession, artist became trespasser and I turned the doorknob.



The door gave. I met with an onslaught of must, naphthalene and heavy dampness, and heard now not only a whine but also sobbing and wailing accompanied by the younger higher-pitched cries of a child.



"Hello!" I called, "Hello!" the while nearing warily the source of the weeping along the hallway.


What was I doing? A stranger in another’s house.

I came upon them in the lounge-room where, plumb in the sunlight streaming through the window with the fullness of the bay behind, Marita was on her knees with head and  back bowed, face covered, shoulders convulsing and her whole body rocking with her weeping while Joshua, with tears runneling in a stream down his cheeks to his chin clung to her and beat his small fists against her shoulders, crying "Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!"


I approached them.



"Marita!" I said, myself getting on a knee before her, pained to see them so. "What... What happened... What's been happening? You didn't come, so I came to see... Marita!"


I placed a hand on an arm. Joshua, seeing this, raised his own to push it away.


"Marita!" I tried again. "It's me... Felix... Felix Mahler... I came... I was worried... Marita!"


Marita's rocking eased; her shoulders calmed; slowly she raised her head and uncovered her face.



It was Marita, but not my  Marita, my familiar Marita, my canvas Marita.



Where, before, she had been pale, thin and undernourished, none of this was recognisable now. A pair of solid fists, or worse, had put paid to all that, making a piteous purple moon of her face, with cheeks ballooned out, hard and tight, and a punctured lip besides, her nose clotted with blood, and eyes but slits engorged between unsightly puffed-up purple pads. As for infant Joshua, although spared the greater brutality, on looking closely, he too bore the tell-tale marks of a hand having lashed his cheeks.



"Marita!" I said again, appalled, aching for her, unsettled at seeing her so. 



She tried to speak, but her speech was slurred. It took effort to put just three words together and I couldn't make them out. She clasped between her hands the child's blond head and placated his own sobbing by grasping him to her breast. Looking on, it was not the earlier poignancy of entrapment that cried out to me here. Nor was this meet place of any kind for shooting the breeze with talk of transcendence through art, or the magical transforming powers of paint, or of rendering hallowed and holy the vulnerable and the brittle, or immortal the mortal.


More than any of these, there was horror. In both Marita's wincing  and the child's still spasming sobs, there was also pain and in her batteredness, however unwonted, there was shame, and, for a moment I looked around me, scanning the room and the doorway behind, lest the agent of all this might still be about.


When I turned back, in an apparition too fanciful, too contrived, surely, to be real,  with her back to the sunlight as she knelt and held her Joshua to her breast, a glow of gilded light encompassed them and, separately, aureoles of similar gold limned their heads, one dark, the other blond, as hers, the mother's beaten one, rested on his, the child's. Through the window behind them shone mote-laden sunlight out of a sky still numinously pure; the bay dotted with small boats shimmered with a glittering luminous blue of its own; the variegated garden greens, the summer vermilion, orange and lemon floral formations, the palms, the sands - all these, too, they shone, shone in one vast harmonious composite fullness such as, even with an artist's eye, I had never before yet seen.



Witness to all this - to embattled mother and child before me and a splendour and grandeur around them and beyond that opened out to possibilities to be had but for the reaching - I kneeled nearer still towards Marita and towards the child.



On its easel in my studio stood a Madonna and Child, my “St Kilda Madonna” as I was intending to call it. I would in time complete it and submit it, too, whether or not it carried the magic I wanted of it for the intended award.



As an artist, I had a course to follow.



But, beyond that?



What of Marita now that my work was nearly done, what of Joshua the child?


Having kneeled nearer, I reached out a hand, drew it back, reached out again. 



"Marita," I said.


She looked up, focused upon me as well as her slitted puffed eyes allowed. I was moved by her cowed intimidated posture, her fragility, her helplessness. 



"Marita," I said again.


Infant Joshua, too, now turned his head, clinging the while more firmly about Marita's neck.



I was tossed, and I was torn, caught on the horns of who knew what possible consequences.



For, if I proceeded, what consequences might ensue?



But if I did not  proceed, what other consequences might then ensue?


I proceeded, venturing to lean forward still nearer, to reach out more fully, to touch, with one hand Marita's shoulder, with the other Joshua's head.

 
"Marita," I said a third time. "You wanted another life, you said. You wanted a better life, a cleaner life. Let me be the one to give it to you. Come away from here. Now. And the child, too. The painting isn't everything. Art may transcend reality, it may reveal the soul, and make the earthly holy and the timebound eternal. But you and Joshua are Madonna and Child in the here and now. You are of this earth and of this time. You are like mother, like child everywhere, and - Marita, Marita, if you will only trust me! - having every right to be free, to be free of... of this ugliness, this brutality, of... of this... of this death in life."


To which I added, "As artist, Marita, I can make of you a Madonna most lovely, sublime and authentic of all, but, as myself, ordinary man who cares for you, who simply cares, I can do so much for you, I can do so much more."



Whereupon, feeling the clean clear warmth of the afternoon's gilded glow fall through the window and enfold me in its aureole too, I leaned towards Marita and Joshua as far as I could and, praying wordlessly that, come what may, I should have the strength to see it through, embraced them with arms firm, resolute and secure.

I have taken you on a brief sojourn into my vision of Africa as I, along with a handful of my protagonists, have encountered it in parts of St Kilda in which I have lived. But even in that heart of darkness, there are folk impelled to raise the fallen out of their seediness, squalor, rootlessness and waste; in that jungle of hedonism and predatoriness, there is nonetheless redemption on offer; yet, for all that, in line with my St Kilda Madonna, I do believe that there are close, tightly-huddled and saving clusters of Holy Families who shine through.

St Kilda.

Home of multitudes of its people’s inner Africas of body, hearts, minds and souls.

Home of decadence, and potential unrealised, and destructiveness of self, destructiveness of others, and of ever-streaming through it of cataracts of ignominious shadowy anonymous waste.

And the home of Goya’s Saturn in lanes, dilapidated cottages and boarding houses ravenously devouring his children.

And home of discords and reconciliations, near-blinding fury and forgiveness.

And home of sorely-battered lives restored to newly-adopted, adoptive terrains, blessed with ease, security, resurgent possibilities and attainments; and, out of 

Homes stifling its prey with entrapment,  and desperation, opening through generosity, humanity and Samaritan decency, upon the bestowal and acquisition of redemption.

The Redeemer of Little Jerusalem

Messiah in Acland Street

Moscow! Moscow!

Beinish Gotteskind

The Storyteller

St Kilda Madonna
